Two Fossil Owls from the Aquitanian of France

PiErcE BRODKORB

Durixg preparation of the fourth installment of the Catalogue
of Fossil Birds I have had occasion to investigate the systematic
position of two fossil owls described by Alphonse Milne-Edwards
from the Aquitanian stage of France. The species in question,
Strix antiqua and Bubo arvernensis, were so briefly characterized
at the time of their first proposal that they are practically nomina
nuda at that point (Milne-Edwards, 1863), but detailed descrip-
tions and excellent illustrations were provided subsequently ( Milne-
Edwards, 1871). From these it is apparent that neither species can
be assigned to any known genus of the order, a lack that is remedied
below.

1. Prosybris, new genus

Type of Genus. Strix antiqua Milne-Edwards, which becomes
Prosybris antiqua (Milne-Edwards). Family Tytonidae Ridgway.

Etymology. From Greek pros (in front of, towards) and Greek
Hybris (feminine, wanton violence), a name applied to the barn
owl by Nitzsch; cf. also Greek prosubrizo (1 insult).

Diagnosis. The type species agrees with the family Tytonidae
and differs from the family Strigidae in having the tarsometatarsus
without an ossified supratendinal bridge; anterior metatarsal groove
deep; attachment for tibialis antiquus located relatively high on the
shaft.

Differs from the genus Tyto Billberg in having the tarsometatar-
sus relatively somewhat stouter (very long and slender in Tyto);
trochleae short; internal intertrochlear notch short; external inter-
trochlear notch large, with the posterior border of the external
trochlea much lengthened.

Discussion. Prosybris antiqua is a pygmy species of barn owl, of
size comparable to the pygmy owls of the genus Glaucidium in the
family Strigidae. It provides the geologically oldest occurrence of
the family Tytonidae. The Aquitanian is here considered of early
Miocene age, although many authors refer it to the Oligocene.

2. Paratyto, new genus

Type of Genus. Bubo arvernensis Milne-Edwards, which be-
comes Paratyto arvernensis (Milne-Edwards). Family Phodilidae

(Beddard).
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Etymology. From Greek para (by the side of) and Tyto (femi-
nine, generic name of the barn owl).

Diagnosis. Agrees with family Phodilidae in having tarsometa-
tarsus short, very stout, and without a bony supratendinal bridge.
The Tytonidae also lack an ossified supratendinal bridge, but differ
in having a much longer and more slender tarsometatarsus. In the
Strigidae the tarsometatarsus may vary in length and stoutness
from genus to genus, but the supratendinal bridge is always ossified
in the adult.

Differs from Phodilus Geoffroy Saint Hilaire in having the outer
edge of the tarsometatarsus nearly straight, instead of laterally con-
vex along the middle of the shaft; trochleae close together; inter-
trochlear notches narrow.

Discussion. The living bay owl, Phodilus badius (Horsfield), is
structurally intermediate between the barn owls and the true owls.
Beddard (1898) placed it in a monotypic subfamily, which Mar-
shall (1966) raised to family rank. As Paratyto and Phodilus share
this intermediate position, they are here placed in the same family
group.

The bay owl inhabits southeastern Asia, but the presence of a
related genus in the Aquitanian of France is not so strange as it
might seem. Many groups of birds, now confined to the tropics,
occurred in Europe during the Tertiary period.
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